Abstract. Nowadays it is commonplace to argue that candidates' personal characteristics play a large part in determining how individuals vote. In the domain of political marketing this assumption is often given for granted, and no clear conceptual understanding of how image crafting techniques affect voters has emerged. This article is an attempt to link political marketing's concern for impression management strategies with our knowledge of leader effects in democratic elections. A counterfactual analysis of post-election survey data from the last three Italian elections demonstrates that political candidates can actually gain votes -and at times win elections -due to the way in which their personality profile is perceived by voters.
INTRODUCTION
The empirical analysis will concentrate on the last three parliamentary elections held in Italy. Since 1994, Italian politics has been characterized by a bi-polar competition between broad coalitions of parties, as well as by the resilience of Silvio Berlusconi as leader of the centre-right coalition. Furthermore, the last three elections saw three The article proceeds as follows: next section introduces the literature on candidates' politically relevant personality traits and reviews the available empirical evidence for their impact in democratic elections; the following section outlines the methods of analysis; the empirical findings are then presented and, in the last section, discussed along with their major implications for political marketing theory and practice.
POLITICALLY RELEVANT TRAITS AND THEIR IMPACT ON VOTING BEHAVIOR: EMPIRICAL EVIDENCE SO FAR
Voting for a particular candidate can be due to a conglomerate of (often heterogeneous) factors. Political marketing research, however, concurs in identifying two features of candidates' electoral appeal as most crucial: namely, their personality and their issue stands (Garramone, 1983) . The relationship between a candidate's election program and his (or her) perceived personality has been widely investigated in recent years (Scammel, 1995; Harris, 2000) . In this paper, I will concentrate on the electoral effect of the personality factor; however, the analysis that follows will also take into account the role played by issues, in order to isolate the independent effect exerted by candidates' personality on the outcome of democratic elections.
If political leaders make an impact on voters -and on elections in turn -common sense concludes that "this must be due, in very large part, to their personal qualities" (Blondel, 1987: 115) . The question is: what qualities are we talking about? The early literature found more than forty personal (e.g., physical and psychological) characteristics associated in one way or another with leadership (Bass, 1981) . Similarly, a recent volume edited by Anthony King moves from the consideration that twenty-six different attributes might have in principle a bearing on voting decision (King, 2002: 9) . Despite this conspicuous number of aspects of a candidate's personality on which voters can base a global evaluation, empirical evidence shows that voters develop a mental image of political leaders as persons on the basis of a restricted number of categories, and namely: competence (the extent to which a leader is perceived as a qualified, intelligent manager), leadership (the heroic, mythical dimension of leadership, as captured by qualities such as strength and patriotism), integrity (the degree to which a leader is perceived as a honest, moral person) and empathy (the ability of the leader to connect to his followers) (Kinder, 1986; Funk, 1996; McGraw, 2003) . Great attention has been devoted to the relative importance attributed by voters to each of these characteristics. According to Mondak (1995a; 1995b) what really matters for electoral success is a blend of competence and integrity. When it comes to overall personality assessments, however, Kinder et al. (1979) demonstrate that the presence/absence of each of these characteristics in politicians' personality, as perceived by voters, contributes in a substantially uniform manner to their thermometer evaluation.
From a political marketing perspective, the individual-level dynamics of impression formation (Funk, 1996) are of crucial relevance. Candidates must be aware of their self-presentation in order to engage successfully into political impression management (De Landtsheer et al., 2008) . Great efforts are invested in the process of image crafting. Such an emphasis on the right image represents a clear hint of politicians' expectation that their image matters to voters (Newman, 1999; . But is it really the case? To what extent are voters' choices based on candidates' perceived personality traits? It goes without saying that an affirmative answer to such questions would make a strong point in favor of marketing consultants' and image crafters' efforts, thus justifying the contention that nowadays "winning parliamentary or presidential elections without marketing is nearly impossible" (Cwalina et al., 2008: 1) .
Evidence from the voting literature highlights the relevance of direct leader effects on electoral outcomes -that is, the influence exerted by a leader or candidate "by virtue of who he or she is, how he or she appears and how he or she publicly comports him or herself" (King, 2002: 4) . In his seminal contribution to the study of leader effects on voting behaviour, Stokes (1966) In their investigation of the four American presidential elections held between 1980 and 1992, Miller and Shanks (1996) conclude that in none of these cases voters' perception of leaders' personality traits had a significant effect on the overall election outcome. The same conclusion is reached by Bartels (2002) . However, his analysis also takes into account the elections of 1996 and 2000. And whereas the former was not influenced by any sort of direct leader effect, the author points out that the latter "might have been decided" by George W. Bush's advantage over Al Gore in terms of perceived personal qualities, which is quantified in a half percentage point of the votes. As Bartels points out, " [w] hat is surprising is not that the electoral impact of candidate traits in 2000 was modest, since that has generally been the case in recent presidential elections. What is surprising is that in 2000 the modest effect of candidate traits was, quite probably, large enough to be decisive" (Bartels, 2002: 69) .
How far voters will base their voting decision on the personal profile of individual candidates depends clearly on the political and institutional structure in which an election is fought. Presidential elections encourage focusing on personalities to a greater degree than do parliamentary ones (McAllister, 1996) . Nevertheless, a number of analyses of Westminster democracies have highlighted the electoral impact of leaders' personality also in such parliamentary settings (Bean and Mughan, 1989; Stewart and Clarke, 1992; Bean, 1993; Crewe and King, 1994; Jones and Hudson, 1996; Mughan, 2000) . In their most celebrated work, Bean and Mughan (1989) focused on the impact of candidates' personality traits in the British and Australian elections of 1983 and 1987 respectively.
Through their counterfactual analytical strategy, the authors reach the conclusion that "[i]f Foot has possessed Thatcher's personality profile, Labour's vote in the 1983 general elections would, other things being equal, have been some six to seven percentages points higher than it was" (ibid. 1175).
So far, only few studies analyzed the electoral effect of party leaders on Italian elections (Venturino, 2000; Sani, 2002; Barisione, 2007) and none of them investigated the role of their perceived personality traits (as an exception, see: Garzia, 2011b). In order to overcome this gap, the present study will concentrate on the last three general elections variable is the vote at the election in analysis, recoded with a value of '0' to every vote cast for centre-left coalition parties, and a value of '1' for every vote to those in the centre-right coalition. Votes for minor parties and blank ballot papers (as well as "didn't vote", "don't know" and "no answer" responses) are excluded from the analysis. The main predictors comprise the battery of leaders' personality traits that have been found to subsume voters' overall evaluations of politicians: competence, empathy, integrity, and leadership (Kinder, 1986; Funk, 1996; McGraw, 2003) . ITANES respondents were asked whether, in their opinion, each coalition leader possessed those characteristics or not (dichotomized variables). In order to isolate the independent effect of candidates' personality traits on the electoral outcome, the model controls for the impact exerted by voters' proximity/distance to candidates' issue stands, as measured by their orientation on the left-right scale (self-placement)
i . Table 1 shows the percentage of respondents perceiving the four characteristics under analysis to be possessed by each political leader in the relevant election year. As a first approach to this data, it is interesting to observe the overall perception of candidates (that is, the mean value for the four traits as reported in the last column of the To be sure, the distribution of personal qualities and their effect on voting behaviour are two conceptually different things. In fact, it does not matter to our purposes whether centre-left leaders are usually perceived as more honest persons or Berlusconi as a very strong leader if these qualities do not move votes at the polls. <--- Table 2 is controlled for ii . Table 3 present the regression estimates. Cell entries are unstandardized b coefficients, and they must be interpreted "as the percentage difference in the probability of voting for the prime minister's [coalition] between those seeing and not seeing that quality in the leader" (Bean and Mughan, 1989 Mughan, : 1170 .
FINDINGS
<--- Table 3 Table 4 . A positive sign indicates in every instance an electoral asset for the centre-left leader.
<--- Table 4 about here ---> What emerges from Table 4 is the rather modest effect exerted by leader personalities on the outcome of the last three Italian elections. Being this finding is in line with previous analyses (King, 2002) , it reassures us that the methodology employed is not actually overestimating the magnitude of leader effects on the aggregate electoral outcome. Nonetheless, our findings leave room for an independent effect of leaders' 
CONCLUDING REMARKS
In the light of the findings presented in this article, it seems plausible to conclude that leaders' personality do matter for the outcome of democratic elections. Politicians can gain (or lose) votes due to the way in which their personality profile is perceived by voters independently from the electoral effect exerted by their programmatic stands on issues. At times, leader effects can even make the difference between victory and defeat. Hopefully, political marketers operating in parliamentary contexts will find these few suggestions useful, as they add to our understanding of the dynamics of individual vote choice in ever more personalized contests such as Italian elections. 
